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Ways and Means Votes to Block Administration’s Welfare Waivers
By Carolyn Phenicie, CQ Staff

The House Ways and Means Committee on March 6 approved a bill that would block the Obama

administration from issuing to states waivers from the 1996 welfare law’s work participation requirement.

The 21-14 vote was along party lines.

The waivers exempt states from a requirement in the welfare law that at least half of all families receiving

benefits be employed or enrolled in workforce programs.

The bill (HR 890) would block the Health and Human Services Department from granting waivers to states

that undertake pilot programs to put people back to work, as HHS indicated it would in a memo last July.

Under the 1996 welfare law (PL 104-193), states must show that half of all recipients in the Temporary

Assistance for Needy Families program are working or are enrolled in workforce training programs. HHS

Secretary Kathleen Sebelius has said the department will not grant any waivers if states cannot show that

their programs would reduce the welfare caseload.

Ways and Means Chairman Dave Camp, R-Mich., called the administration’s move “baffling” and said it

violates “both the intent and the letter” of the 1996 law.

The bill would also rescind any waivers granted before the bill is enacted. To date, no states have applied

for a waiver.

“It seems as though this anticipates some egregious wrongdoing, and we have somehow unearthed some

clandestine, subterranean plot on the part of the laboratories of democracy that we call states,” said Rep.

John B. Larson, D-Conn.

Republicans said they had been working last year on bipartisan legislation to reauthorize TANF.

Committee staff shared drafts of those bills with administration officials, who offered advice in the weeks

before last year’s memo. The administration’s move “completely torpedoed any chance for progress last

year,” said Rep. Dave Reichert, R-Wash.

Ranking Democrat Sander M. Levin of Michigan said the panel has made no effort to work on a bipartisan

measure in the new Congress.
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